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ABSTRACT This paper considers the role local government plays in the formation and
eﬀectiveness of local collaborative partnerships in ageing well. Collaborative processes
are central to emerging models of local governance and have received considerable
practical and theoretical consideration with respect to many policy domains. Such
collaborations require local organisations and actors from various sectors to work
together in partnerships and networks to achieve policy goals. This paper reports
research from two collaborations in southeast Queensland municipalities, and shows
that joint eﬀorts between local government and community organisations pose
challenges. These relate to the political context and speciﬁcally to the tensions between
ﬂexibility and coordination; and tensions between harnessing community resources and
investing resources. We highlight the value of a framing role for local government to
ensure that such governance models for local action on ageing realise a collaborative
advantage. In particular, the ﬁndings highlight the need for local government to invest in
these processes and build social infrastructure and assets in order to develop improved
ways of facilitating collaborative governance.
KEY WORDS: Collaboration, partnerships, networks, ageing, urban governance
Background
In Australia, the ﬁrst of the population ‘bulge’ of baby-boomers has reached
65 years of age, life expectancy has increased and family sizes have shrunk.
Consequently, the number and proportion of older people in local
communities is increasing, and in some places – such as Queenscliﬀe
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(Victoria), Victor Harbour (South Australia) and Bribie Island (Queens-
land) – they already constitute a third of the population (Australian
Institute of Health and Welfare 2007, p. 5). It is projected that, by the
middle of the century, 25% of Australia’s population will be aged 65 and
over (Australian Government 2007, p. ix). The challenges posed by this
unprecedented demographic change are not easily addressed by local
governments acting alone.
In responding to these demographic imperatives, as in tackling other
complex social issues, models of ‘partnerships’ or ‘collaboration’ between
local governments and third or non-proﬁt sector agencies (here called the
community sector) are assuming increasing importance (Carson 2000,
Scarfo 2009). Decision-makers perceive collaboration among a range of
public, private and community sector actors in networks as a way to
enhance the design and implementation of public policy, goods and services
(Stewart 2003, Keast et al. 2004, Bryson et al. 2006). Such approaches are
now widely advocated as a way of achieving coordination (overcoming
‘silos’) and addressing complex needs (Glendinning et al. 2005, Perkins et al.
2010a). Associated public sector reforms – often labelled new public
management – likewise emphasise multi-sector partnerships and network
governance in many policy domains. This is part of the broader shift from
government to governance, which refers to the involvement of interconnect-
ing community institutions and actors from multiple sectors in tackling local
social and economic issues (Agranoﬀ and McGuire 2003, Newman et al.
2004). Juxtaposed with concerns about the health and well-being of the
growing proportion of older people, they provide a catalyst for public sector
organisations to work closely with community groups on ageing issues. This
paper reports an in-depth examination of two of the many contemporary
instances where Australian local government is called on to work with other
government agencies, non-government community organisations and
citizens’ associations to execute public policy.
The research, in two municipalities in Queensland, involved local
collaboration on positive ageing action between government (especially
local government) agencies and two kinds of community sector stake-
holders. The concept of stakeholders is central to such collaborative
governance since governments typically engage with non-government
interests via stakeholder groups (Hendriks 2002). This gives community
organisations a much greater role in policy-making, planning and all aspects
of democratic governance (Lehman 2007). In the ageing arena, both the
diversity and number of stakeholder groups seeking to promote ageing well
are increasing. They include age-speciﬁc, member-based, self-help and
recreation organisations for older people, which are here termed seniors’
groups. The second category of community sector stakeholders includes the
many not-for-proﬁt service providers that are usually larger and formally
incorporated and which deliver a range of social and aged care services to
older people living in the community. They are referred to in this paper as
2 J.-A. Everingham et al.
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service provider organisations. Terms such as seniors’ sector or stakeholders
in ageing encompass both categories.
There is a large body of literature discussing criteria for successful
collaboration and what makes joint endeavours work eﬀectively in a wide
range of contexts. Most of this research focuses on process questions of how
to create and sustain good working collaborations (Hudson and Hardy
2002, Bryson et al. 2006, Warburton et al. 2008). This includes emerging
evidence about speciﬁc issues faced when stakeholders collaborate with local
government (McLaughlin and Osborne 2003, Newman et al. 2004, Haveri
et al. 2009). This literature highlights some assumptions inherent in cross-
sector collaboration in that,
. . . many organisations welcome the prospect that partnerships
between government and the third sector will bring the resources
and energies of diﬀerent sectors to bear more eﬀectively on social
problems. (Craig and Taylor 2002, p. 131)
Despite the enthusiasm this demonstrates, there remain some concerns
about such governance arrangements. Notable among these is that the
current focus on collaboration suggests it is foreseen as a potent way to
improve outcomes for communities or particular population groups. Yet
there is an absence of research evidence about the impact of diﬀerent forms
of collaboration on clients, communities, and services as a result of a dearth
of outcome evaluations of such initiatives (Roberts and O’Connor 2008).
This is particularly the case for speciﬁc population groups who may have
complex and multi-faceted needs not readily addressed by one agency or
sector working independently (Percy-Smith 2006). Consequently, the
ultimate value of collaboration and partnerships as ways of delivering
public policy and putting the needs of people ahead of institutional
imperatives has been questioned (Williams and Sullivan 2007). This article
does not contribute to the debate over outcomes since, despite these
questions, collaborative initiatives are proliferating. Under such circum-
stances, it seems valuable to clarify a number of questions. First, there is the
issue of the processes that can potentially enhance operational success of
collaboration – the ‘who and how’ of decision-making and planning – which
has been the prime focus of research to date. The second issue is when to use
collaborative approaches and the circumstances that will optimise the
assumed beneﬁts of working diﬀerently – the rationale and outputs or ‘what’
gets done. Less is currently known about these questions and these issues are
central to the current article. However, it needs to be recognised that there
are also questions relating to whether improvements or beneﬁts ﬂow for
‘target populations’ (the outcomes), and whether the results constitute a
good return on the resources that must be invested to achieve them (Percy-
Smith 2006). Maintaining the right balance between attending to process
(the ‘who and how’ of decision-making and planning), making progress and
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realising potential (‘what’ gets done/outputs), making a diﬀerence (‘why’/
outcomes), and achieving eﬃciencies (at ‘what costs’) is one of the most
challenging—and critical—tasks of any collaborative enterprise. In terms of
these four critical sets of questions, this article aims to explore the second set
of questions, and speciﬁcally assumptions underpinning collaboration
between local government and the community sector.
There are also signiﬁcant gaps in understanding the dynamic inter-
relationships that are emerging between state and community sector actors
particularly at the local level. The roles of both government and the
voluntary sector – and the relationship between the two – have changed in
recent years as governments seek to work cooperatively with the private and
voluntary sectors to achieve their policy and service goals. It is this issue of
speciﬁc roles within cross-sector partnerships that this article begins to
unpack. Participants from all sectors are working in new collaborative
environments in which cultures of diﬀerent sectors merge and where the
norms of collaboration are not yet established (Perkins et al. 2010a). On the
assumption that collaboration will continue to be encouraged, what do local
governments need to know about how to build cross-sector collaborations
that deliver outputs that capitalise on network potential and sustain
collaborative projects? The further aspiration or assumption that these will
improve services and outcomes for citizens is not explored in this article.
As well as necessitating new roles for stakeholders from the community
sector, the collaborative governance scenario implies that the role of local
government is not direct governing and control but ‘steering’ and facilitating
local initiatives (McGuire 2006). However, there is little work to date on the
speciﬁc role of local government in establishing, steering and facilitating
collaborative networks with community sector partners. As Craig and
Taylor (2002, p. 143) have argued, ‘a better understanding is needed of the
diﬀerent contributions each partner can make and how they can support
and complement each other’ (for similar arguments see Carson 2003, Keast
et al. 2004). The purpose of this article is to respond to this call, and explore
dimensions of local government operating as a partner in local collaboration
with the intention of elucidating the role that local government can play in
multi-sector network governance of ageing. For instance, Newman et al.
(2004, p. 207) identify a number of ‘constraints’ on the development of
‘collaborative governance’ and stress the importance of understanding the
political context – evidenced in institutional arrangements and policy – or
what they call the ‘political opportunity structures’.
Methods
Project overview
The project (‘A Collaborative Approach to Ageing Well in the Community’)
aimed to model a way for stakeholders from various sectors to collaborate
4 J.-A. Everingham et al.
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to enhance the age-friendliness of two southeast Queensland municipalities.1
The three-year project brought together relevant stakeholders from a
number of seniors’ groups and service provider organisations at each site to
work together with government stakeholders (particularly from local
government) on a local issue that currently impacts negatively on the
well-being of seniors in that community. The local issue was chosen through
the initial phases of the research, and focused on improving information
provision to seniors. Participants were concerned that, despite the current
proliferation of information and information sources, many community-
dwelling seniors are not well informed and therefore not well connected with
their community. For instance, information about recreational and
educational opportunities, volunteering and transport can enhance the
opportunity for people to age actively, and information about fall
prevention and healthy eating can help ensure people age healthily. The
stakeholder groups therefore worked to establish the range of information
needs, information-seeking behaviours and preferred channels of informa-
tion seeking of older people in their communities, and then provide
resources and services to ﬁll the gap (see Everingham et al. 2009 for further
details of the issue). At one site, Community A, a consistent group worked
together to identify a joint project, mobilise resources and progress the
project to deliver a successful network-level output in the form of a
community directory for seniors and a series of training sessions in
promotion and communication for seniors’ groups. At the other site, the
group experienced less stability and accessed no new resources. So, despite
increased information exchange between partners and sectors, no sustain-
able collaborative action and no outputs resulted.
The research adopted a capacity-building model based on the work of
Moyer et al. (1999). As a naturalistic inquiry – using data based on
researcher participation in a social situation – the methodology was a form
of analytic ethnography (Loﬂand 2002). It was also a process of action
research that people undertook collectively to learn and act for the beneﬁt of
their community, termed ‘community action research’ (Reitsma-Street 2002,
p. 69).
The researchers worked concurrently at both sites through the sequence
of phases illustrated in Figure 1 to form a collaborative action group
starting with introductory workshops in the latter half of 2007 (Phase 3).
They subsequently worked alongside these groups to facilitate their
development of ageing well initiatives throughout Phases 4 and 5. Each
phase built on preceding phases, adopting diﬀerent goals, activities and
outcomes and each employed a series of participatory processes (including
meetings, workshops and interviews), with a diverse range of participants.
These processes provided an opportunity for participants to become
acquainted, to share perceptions of local issues relating to seniors, and to
choose an issue of common concern that they believed could be best tackled
collaboratively (Everingham et al. 2010).
Collaborative Governance of Ageing 5
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Data collection
Data was collected throughout the process,2 with the ﬁeldwork strategy
combining simultaneous ‘document analysis, respondent and informant
interviewing, direct participation and observation, and introspection’
(Denzin 1970, p. 186). This use of multiple data collection techniques
provided rich and varied data and helped ensure rigorous processes.
Consistent with analytic ethnography, an important source of data was
the record of meetings and workshops of each local network – as captured
through participant observation and in the notes of these sessions. In each
community the collaborative group met monthly throughout 2008, resulting
in 12 meetings in Community A where meeting attendance was relatively
stable with an average of 10 members. At Community B over that year,
there were 11 meetings including several capacity-building workshops, and
attendance was more variable with only three regular attendees. In addition,
in Community A, the group continued to meet, at more regular intervals,
during the ﬁrst half of 2009 to implement an initiative determined through
the working group process. During Phase 3 the researchers worked
intensively with the nascent groups with, for instance, three research team
members planning and running each of the four workshops (two in each
Figure 1. Project research design: goals, outcomes and activities of ﬁve phases.
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community). These served to ‘plant seeds’ and encourage ‘creativity,
experimentation and innovation’ (Williams and Sullivan 2007, p. 406).
In the longer Phase 4, the collaborative groups worked together during a
series of action group meetings to plan a joint project. One research oﬃcer
worked as a member of each working action group. The focus was on
building capacity to collaborate – facilitating vital interactions and learning,
and acting as a catalyst for ‘bottom-up network construction’ (Williams and
Sullivan 2007, p. 406) – through maintaining internal communications,
some secretariat functions (to model thorough preparation and follow-
through on commitments) and demonstrating willingness to cooperate
though providing (or harnessing) resources and services for the groups (e.g.
organising guest speakers, researching examples where the groups’ ideas
might have been tried elsewhere). At crucial intervals, an extra research team
member facilitated a ‘review and reﬂection’ session with each group as well.
These are roles deemed appropriate by Moyer et al. (1999), while Williams and
Sullivan (2007) endorse encouragement of a systematic approach and an
appreciation of the ‘bigger picture’. Monthly research teammeetings were used
to report progress, determine forms of support and discuss interpretations.
Gradually, in Community A, the research oﬃcer moved from a cooperation
and support role to a joint participant role working alongside other Working
Action Group (WAG) members on a common project – an evolution
anticipated from the literature (Moyer et al. 1999).
This paper also draws on two rounds of semi-structured interviews at
Phase 5 of the project. The intention of both sets of interviews was to gain
insight into participants’ experience of collaboration. The ﬁrst round of
interviews were conducted in early 2008, and involved a total of 10 people
(participants 1–10; ﬁve each from Community A and Community B) who
had participated in at least the two introductory workshops and the ﬁrst two
collaborative group meetings at their site. The second round, in early 2009,
involved 15 diﬀerent people (participants 11–25; nine from Community A
and six from Community B) who had limited involvement in the project, in
order to gain the perceptions of those who had dropped out of the
collaboration. While the ﬁrst set of interviews were conducted by the project
oﬃcer, the second were conducted and coded by an independent research
assistant in order to ensure rigour in the process. All interview data were
coded in NVivo (qualitative data manipulation software) according to the
questions asked as well as the content of responses with respect to the status
of the collaboration.
Analysis of the systematically collated, clustered and codiﬁed data then
proceeded to identify key issues that emerged from the data, and to assess
the impact they had on the collaborative processes in providing either
opportunities or challenges to the process. Many of these issues related to
the processes of collaboration – the ‘who’ and ‘how’ of working together –
and have been discussed elsewhere. However, the data also highlighted
inﬂuential aspects of the institutional context and showed that participants
Collaborative Governance of Ageing 7
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had assumptions about the roles of players from various sectors. These are
the issues explored below. In the discussion, reliability and validity in the
reporting of data is strengthened by identifying, where appropriate, the
source of the data, the site (as either Community A or Community B), and
the individual participant (by interview number to maintain anonymity).
Sites and participants
Two study sites were chosen as regional cities in the populous southeast of
Queensland, Australia with similarities in terms of prospective ageing
demographics, but diﬀerences with respect to the stability and current
proportional size of their older population and in terms of the relevant
political and institutional context. Brieﬂy, Community A is a traditional,
inland centre with a stable population of 155,000, 10% of whom are 65 or
older. Community B is a larger coastal retirement destination with 14% of
the population of 507,000 being seniors. Census projections indicate that
20% of the population in both communities will be aged 65 and over by 2026.
Stakeholders from government and community sectors volunteered to
participate in the collaborative groups as indicated in Table 1. They included
12 atCommunityA and six at CommunityB from seniors’ groupswithmainly
a recreation and education focus or advocacy objectives. As well, there were
representatives of organisations providing mainly welfare services for
community-dwelling seniors (four and ﬁve at Community A and B respec-
tively). Finally, in both communities there were representatives from the local
government and from two state government departments and a federal agency
within the Department of Health and Ageing. In Community B an extra
federal level agency was initially involved. Membership of the groups was
open and allowed those expressing an interest to join in at any point, while
others ceased involvement as their circumstances or interests changed.
Collaboration in practice
Elsewhere we have reported insights into the capacity to collaborate within
the groups (Everingham et al. 2010) and also explored the contrasting
collaborative performance of the two groups (Warburton et al. 2011).
Findings from the study reported in this paper focus on the role of local
government in the process of development and implementation of local
collaborations, and some of the key tensions that emerged as a result of this
cross-sectoral partnership. First, however, it is important to consider the
political opportunity structures that framed this process.
The political and institutional context
Both sites experienced political changes during the project, which impacted on
the policy context and political opportunity structures (Newman et al. 2004).
8 J.-A. Everingham et al.
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These changes included council boundary changes, local government
elections, reallocation of responsibilities within councils and staﬀ turnover.
Together they created signiﬁcant challenges to building collaborative
networks on ageing at the sites.
At Community B, there was some expectation that positive ageing
initiatives would be prioritised, as it is a popular seachange retirement
destination with a relatively high proportion of older people and has
recently adopted an ageing strategy. However, after elections held in 2008,
there was a change of both councillors and focus, leading to diminished
attention to seniors’ interests, and a perception among participants that the
new council had a stronger focus on youth (Notes of meeting #4,
Community B). At Community A, despite the return of a populist council
with a focus on community development, ageing issues competed with a
variety of other priorities, and a draft ageing strategy was never adopted by
the council. Thus, at both sites, ageing issues were not prioritised, and no
real power or mandate was provided to advancing seniors’ interests. Yet
high-level support and commitment has been identiﬁed as critical to eﬀective
collaboration (Hudson and Hardy 2002, Sullivan et al. 2007).
This lack of political will and high-level patronage of the issues permeated
the institutional context across the two sites, although with some diﬀerences.
At Community A, there was a strong commitment to working with
community groups through a community development approach and a
designated seniors’ oﬃcer. However, there was no seniors’ advisory group to
work with the mayor and councillors around these issues. On the other
hand, at Community B, there was an eﬀective seniors’ advisory group,
which was, nonetheless, disbanded prior to the aforementioned elections.
Further, this council was a top-down, planning-oriented organisation, with
less commitment to community development. At the outset, the council
employed a social planner with responsibility for seniors’ issues but this
responsibility was downgraded over time.
These site diﬀerences also resulted in diﬀerent links within the seniors’
sector. At Community A, for example, where the council emphasised
working with the community, there were more informal relationships,
particularly among seniors’ groups. It is argued that such links contribute to
collaborative memory and can be a valuable precursor to collaboration
(Barnes and Sullivan 2002, Hudson and Hardy 2002). This was certainly the
case in the present study. The council, through its community development
work, served as an inﬂuential linking mechanism prepared to build the
relationships so crucial to eﬀective collaboration. In contrast, at Community
B, there was considerable experience of more formal contacts and sharing,
particularly among service providers (for further information see Warbur-
ton et al. 2011). However, the informational networks that resulted (in the
terms of McGuire 2006) had not built social capital and capacity that a new
collaboration could harness (Stewart 2003) or that was transferable to
diﬀerent partners and issues.
10 J.-A. Everingham et al.
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [U
Q 
Li
bra
ry]
 at
 15
:06
 13
 O
cto
be
r 2
01
1 
Our experience endorsed ﬁndings that intangible, informal aspects such as
personal relationships are essential to collaboration (McLaughlin and
Osborne 2003, Sullivan et al. 2007). This is consistent with the argument by
Brugue´ and Valle`s (2005) about new local governance being characterised
by a more ‘relational’ style of operating. It also suggests the value of
investing in community development work (as per Craig and Taylor 2002)
and of local government cultivating deep ties within their communities. This
may not be easy; indeed, as Goldsmith and Eggers (2004, p. 106) suggest,
‘Creating the infrastructure and conditions that support long-term relation-
ship building is tricky work’. While suggesting that endorsement from local
government, long-term community development work and cultivation of a
‘relational’ style of operating in a context of interaction yields dividends, our
research oﬀers an alternative perspective to the literature that argues a past
history of collaboration is an advantage (Barnes and Sullivan 2002, Hudson
and Hardy 2002).
Another obstacle associated with the institutional context found in both
locations was the variation in jurisdictions, which meant that diﬀerent
stakeholders operated within diﬀerent and shifting boundaries and guide-
lines. This was described thus by one participant:
Well, the whole program area is really deﬁned by silos and structural
impediments to people. Really what we’ve got in the [ageing in the
community] program is fragmentation . . . It’s been a hotch
potch development over numerous government programs and
agencies. . . (Round 1 interviews, Participant #3, Community A)
Such structural obstacles, participants suggested, are the antithesis of a
holistic, collaborative approach. It not only limited people’s prior experience
of working together, but also constrained the development of goal consensus,
resource sharing and division of labour and confounded the process of
deﬁning the ‘local’ which Provan and Kenis (2008) argue is critical.
These institutional challenges led one participant to conclude:
It’s not knowing the internal barriers and all that sort of political,
territorial stuﬀ that makes it tricky. (Round 1 interviews, Participant
#1, Community A)
This all suggests that the policy context can foster or hinder opportunities
for collaboration and impact on the emergence of new forms of interaction
between public oﬃcials and other stakeholders. It is also clear that
government can play an inﬂuential role in creating the ‘political opportunity
structure’ (Newman et al. 2004, p. 207) for collaboration with community
organisations. Above all, these ﬁndings endorse the claim that ‘building
successful relationships is the key to networked governance’ (Stoker 2006,
p. 41) and point to a role for local government in setting the framework for
Collaborative Governance of Ageing 11
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collaboration in terms of policy, institutions and interactions. Such a
framing role is also suggested by others (McGuire 2006, Haveri et al. 2009).
The resultant collaborative networks
Findings in this study suggest that harnessing the perceived advantages of
collaboration in cross-sectoral networks – the much touted collaborative
advantage (Huxham 2003) – in fact posed many challenges to conventional
local government practices in addition to those associated with the political
and institutional context outlined above. These were such that, while at
Community A an ‘action network’ developed (deﬁned by McGuire 2006 as
undertaking collective action on a network-level project), what was achieved
at Community B was a ‘developmental network’ (McGuire 2006) – one
based on individual (rather than network-level) information exchange and
capacity-building. The result at Community B was collaborative inertia,
which impeded even modest network-level outcomes.
Further analyses reported here considered speciﬁc assumed beneﬁts of
collaboration, particularly for local government working with community
sector partners, and exposed further tensions. Key arguments for such cross-
sectoral networks include the association of the community sector with less
bureaucratic and more ﬂexible ways of operating, and with the capacity to
mobilise new resources (Craig and Taylor 2002, p. 131) – features also
ascribed to network structures (Goldsmith and Eggers 2004, Keast et al.
2004, McGuire 2006) and to collaboration and partnership working more
generally (Perkins et al. 2010a). These two elements are discussed next.
Flexibility: ‘It needs to be diﬀerently run’
The literature suggests ﬂexibility is associated with network structures rather
than bureaucratic ones; with civil society organisations rather than with
government; and with volunteers rather than those collaborating in their
professional capacity (Craig and Taylor 2002, Goldsmith and Eggers 2004).
Findings from the current study demonstrated challenges associated with
achieving an eﬀective balance in terms of ﬂexible institutions and processes.
Participants in the collaborations at both sites expressed a desire for
ﬂexibility and a resistance to formal structures and meeting processes,
saying, for example:
We’re all just volunteers here, we don’t need that stuﬀ. (Meeting #3,
March 2008, Community B)
Another person who ceased involvement reﬂected that it had been too routine:
I think it needs to be diﬀerently run than get all the groups together
and nut things out, there has to be another way but I can’t think of it
12 J.-A. Everingham et al.
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oﬀ the top of my head . . . more than anything it was just
frustrating . . . A meeting by deﬁnition can’t be anything but tedious
I don’t think. There needs to be some other way. (Round 2 interviews,
Participant #22, Community A)
Participants at both sites also demonstrated a lack of enthusiasm as well as
some lack of conﬁdence regarding established conventions in their initial
reluctance to adopt roles such as chair and note-taker (Meeting #1,
November 2007, Community A; Meeting #1, January 2008, Community B).
Few were willing to take leadership roles, which in turn made it diﬃcult to
coordinate the groups’ energies. Over time, both sites adopted conventional,
bureaucratic ways of working through regular meetings and record-keeping.
Thus, despite some criticism of traditional approaches, no eﬀective, more
ﬂexible, alternatives styles of leadership and coordination emerged.
Further, participants demonstrated varying degrees of familiarity and
comfort with practices like meeting procedures, with irritation being
expressed during the third meeting at Community B at voluntary groups
being expected to follow meeting procedures. As Craig and Taylor (2002)
argue, it is common for cross-sector collaborations to adopt the language,
structures and processes of the public sector with a lack of consideration of
the consequent diﬃculties for non-government participants. Some writers
have suggested that there is a need for culture change and building of the
capacity of government partners to be able to collaborate in diﬀerent ways
when they seek community involvement in local initiatives (Newman et al.
2004, Perkins et al. 2010a).
At the same time, the groups adopted a ﬂuid ‘opt-in, opt-out’ approach,
explained by one participant thus:
We need to open the group and be inviting, but don’t just want token
representatives if they don’t see it as in their interests. (Round 1
interviews, Participant #4, Community A)
The result was considerable ﬂuctuation in membership and attendance
patterns, with high levels of attrition, particularly at Community B. This
suggests that a ﬂexible approach to membership may have enhanced
inclusivity but compromised stability.
Irregular membership was particularly a feature of government agency
involvement, associated with high staﬀ turnover through changing policy
priorities, restructuring, career progression and so on. This was evident at
both sites, although the collaborative group in Community A was
consistently supported by the same council staﬀ member, which proved a
valuable feature:
That guy from the council was always there and the other one from
community care. (Round 2 interviews, Participant #16, Community A)
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At Community B, by contrast, there was considerable staﬀ variation, which
resulted in the following comment:
. . . you can’t rely on [our] council. From our perspective they are
under pressure. (Round 2 interviews, Participant #24, Community B)
These data suggest that there was tension in the groups between ﬂexibility
and other qualities such as coordination, stability and inclusiveness, and
evidence of a trade-oﬀ between the two, as suggested by Goldsmith and
Eggers (2004) and Provan and Kenis (2008). In the present study, the
ﬂexibility and lack of bureaucratic process resulted in uncoordinated
collaborations rather than the ‘self-organising’ forms they have been
regarded as (see for example Keast et al. 2004, Haveri et al. 2009). The
conclusion from such data is that network forms need to be managed but in
new, non-hierarchical ways that relate to facilitation, steering and brokerage
roles, that may be unfamiliar to government partners (Huxham and Vangen
2000, Keast et al. 2004, Brugue´ and Valle`s 2005, Agranoﬀ 2006, Haveri et al.
2009). Local government is well positioned to fulﬁl such a facilitating role if
it can break with traditional ways of operating (Haveri et al. 2009). Instead
it could adopt new ‘relational’ styles of leadership and facilitation that
promote positive and constructive interactions without pursuing speciﬁc
objectives or imposing preferred outcomes (McGuire 2006, p. 36). This is
described as a ‘hands on, low intervention approach’ (Haveri et al. 2009,
p. 542).
Mobilisation of resources: ‘We’ll have the ideas and council can fund it’
A second presumed advantage of collaboration between local government
and the community sector is drawing on multiple resources such as ﬁnances
(e.g. grants), human capital (e.g. volunteers) and knowledge resources (e.g.
local grass-roots experiences) (Craig and Taylor 2002, McGuire 2006).
Nevertheless, it is commonly recognised that adequate resourcing is crucial
to collaborative initiatives, and that ‘partnerships often founder because
partners labour under some misapprehension about the ﬁnancial resources’
(Hudson and Hardy 2002, p. 60). The current project experienced tensions
about mobilising resources, related to both the desire to harness resources
from the community sector and also expectations about public sector
resourcing, as elaborated below.
At the outset, most participants noted that although they were willing to
share resources, their capacity to do so was very constrained. There were
competing demands for their resources and shared resources would be
limited to their knowledge and time. As one participant remarked:
Many such things happen in [this community]. People ﬁt in what they
can. (Round 1 interviews, Participant #9, Community B)
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At both sites, the resources shared tended to be incidental to the speciﬁc
project and were more in line with informational networks rather than
serving the collaborative purpose.
Nevertheless, at both sites, knowledge sharing was clearly valued. Thus,
for example, at the set-up workshops, participants detailed the outcomes
they sought from their involvement, including: ‘Extra knowledge and
information’ (Community A) and ‘Learning from other people’s experi-
ences’ (Community B). Yet there was still contestation between diﬀerent
types of knowledge, particularly relating to the experiential knowledge of
seniors. As one seniors’ group participant noted:
Those service providers think they know what people want but there’s
a big gap sometimes. (Round 2 interviews, Participant #20, Commu-
nity B)
As well there was some reluctance to share information where it was
regarded as the intellectual property of an organisation having to compete
for funds or for governments that require high-level approval prior to
knowledge distribution. This accords with Roberts and O’Connor’s (2008)
observations that it cannot be assumed that anti-collaborative competition
only occurs in the private sector.
In addition to sharing knowledge, time was another important resource
with regular participants contributing signiﬁcant time to working together,
particularly in the early phases, in order to create the conditions for
productive interaction (see Moyer et al. 1999). Our ﬁndings conﬁrmed that
eﬀective collaboration ‘requires months, even years, of practice, years of
inter-organisational learning and years of building trust’ (Stewart 2003,
p. 89).
However, despite the time contribution of network partners at both sites,
tensions soon emerged in relation to time, particularly in Community B,
where there appeared little return on this investment. As has been observed,
unrealistic timescales are common in collaborations (Goldsmith and Eggers
2004) and people from all sectors can be impatient to see results. Success at
Community A in securing a grant to develop an information directory
appeared to sustain the relationships, leading to both better coordination
and the input of further knowledge and time resources. This provides
endorsement of the mantra of ‘quick wins’ or small, incremental
achievements being essential in collaborations (Hudson and Hardy 2002,
Bryson et al. 2006). It also suggests important implications for local
governments facilitating collaborative processes, especially in terms of
realistic timeframes.
As Agranoﬀ (2006) suggests, the degree of collaboration is limited if time
and knowledge are the only resources contributed. In the present study, it
was the lack of ﬁnancial resources that raised most concern in both
networks:
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With no money we’re wasting our time. (Round 2 interviews,
Participant #18, Community A)
It’s been a bit oﬀ-putting to some that we’ll have to source funding
somehow. (Round 1 interviews, Participant #6, Community B)
Progress at both sites demonstrated a signiﬁcant diﬀerence in this respect.
Community A tackled the challenge of mobilising funds and resources quite
early:
We’ll succeed if people take responsibility and the core players make a
commitment to support it and see it happens. I’ve not really a sense yet
how we’ll go, but if people are passionate they’ll make it happen.
People don’t give up just because there’s no money, they tend to keep
on trying even if they modify the goal. (Round 1 interviews,
Participant #2, Community A)
Through a successful grant application, Community A was given a distinct
impetus (from both the ‘quick win’ and the ﬁnancial resources), such that
one participant who had withdrawn, when asked if the network had
progressed to action, responded:
I don’t think so yet but they will do with the grant they’ve got. (Round
2 interviews, Participant #17, Community A)
Indeed, some cited gaining funds as the most signiﬁcant outcome of the
collaboration (Meeting #11, December 2008, Community A). This demon-
strated the sense of accomplishment and potential derived from accessing
funding resources, and suggests that seed funding support can be critical in
providing a foundation on which to build the use of other resources.
At Community B, on the other hand, there was a strong perception that:
Council probably has all the resources necessary. (Round 1 interviews,
Participant #10, Community B)
Governments, both state and local, were seen as central to gaining material
resources. It was regarded as:
. . . a matter of ﬁnding the right grant or documenting it with a budget
for a department to fund it. (Round 1 interviews, Participant #8,
Community B)
Service providers, in particular, were accustomed to being agents of
government in a grant and contract dominated environment. This fuelled
suspicion that the collaboration was another instance of government
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abrogating responsibility for welfare and expecting the community sector to
resource it instead (see similar perceptions identiﬁed by Craig and Taylor
2002, Moyer et al. 1999). It also coloured the collaboration with a legacy of
disillusionment about government funding in general, alluded to in the
following comment:
The group is moving a bit beyond ‘We’ll have the ideas and council
can fund it’ but they’re hesitant to agree to chase funds because they’ve
experienced so many knock backs when they want funding for their
services. (Round 1 interviews, Participant #6, Community B)
At Community B, the lack of ﬁnancial resources was viewed as the main
challenge, despite the potential availability of other resources, such as time
or local knowledge. Further, local government was seen as well-resourced
and so a key source of ﬁnances. Yet evidence from this study showed that,
with a modest win (a small grant), a collaboration can be invigorated and
utilise the time and knowledge resources available to it. Interestingly,
Community A’s grant required some supplementary resources from local
government (such as use of facilities), that can be regarded as ‘light touch’
support (Taylor et al. 2007). Findings from this study thus show the value of
this form of investment in providing essential support to build an eﬀective
process and outputs and suggest a role for local government in cross-sector
collaboration not unlike the leadership role proposed by Williams and
Sullivan (2007) of providing resources to less well-resourced partners.
Local governments are well positioned to provide seed funds, ‘light touch’
support and also a framework for resourcing of groups (Moyer et al. 1999,
p. 211). This research supports other ﬁndings that suggest that this is a
crucial, low intervention role for local government (Haveri et al. 2009). By
ﬂexibly allocating diverse resources in these ways, other resources such as
time investment and local knowledge can be mobilised and collaborative
advantage realised.
Conclusions
Inter-sectoral collaborations are based on the notion of collaborative
advantage and assumptions about the inherent beneﬁts of governments
working with the community sector on policy initiatives. However, ﬁndings
from this research show that the supposed advantages of working in
collaborative networks will not automatically ensue and highlight some
inherent tensions and challenges that can arise in implementing such
collaborations. This suggests that the rationale for collaborative governance
is better understood as latent potential that requires considerable skill,
construction and investment to realise. As Hudson and Hardy (2002) argue,
collaborative networks are unlikely to grow spontaneously but must be
‘cultivated’. Local government is well positioned to undertake this role.
Collaborative Governance of Ageing 17
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [U
Q 
Li
bra
ry]
 at
 15
:06
 13
 O
cto
be
r 2
01
1 
Elsewhere the authors have examined a range of factors that impact on the
operation of collaborative networks (see, for example, Warburton et al.
2008, Warburton et al. 2011). In this case, the focus has been on speciﬁc
assumptions with respect to cross-sector partnerships and implications for
local government’s role in these.
The ﬁndings suggest a key role for councils in developing and promoting
collaborative local governance in appropriate circumstances. First, it is
necessary to shape political opportunity structures and provide the ‘soft
infrastructure’ for civil society involvement (Newman et al. 2004). Second, it
is also necessary to resolve some tensions embedded in assumptions about
collaborative forms of governance, including what Barnes and Sullivan
(2002) call ‘performance tensions’. This paper has illustrated two of these
tensions relating to the balance between ﬂexibility and coordination on the
one hand, and to the need to harness resources on the other. Such insights
clearly point to a new, but in no way diminished, role for local government.
As Head and Ryan (2004, p. 377) assert, ‘Co-governance changes the role of
government to framework setter, co-funder and facilitator’. Collaboration is
not an opportunity for government actors to divest themselves of
responsibility and devolve it to community (see also Craig and Taylor
2002); nor a chance to draw on the community rather than providing some
leadership and support (Carson 2000, p. 45). The collaborative governance
model showing most promise in the experience of this research shares much
with what McLaughlin and Osborne (2003, p. 10) have labelled the
emerging ‘community governance’ paradigm of local government–voluntary
sector relationships in the UK, or the ‘network municipality’ identiﬁed in
Scandinavia by Haveri et al. (2009).
These ﬁndings suggest that, as in a community governance model, the new
role for local government involves building and investment as well as the
more commonly recognised facilitation role. These additional facets of this
role provide the political opportunity structures or framework for
collaboration in terms of the policy, institutional and resource context of
the network (McGuire 2006, Haveri et al. 2009).
Further, these ﬁndings suggest that building relationships and capacity
through community development practices, as occurred at Community A,
can also provide fertile conditions for collaboration, constituting what Craig
and Taylor (2002, p. 136) identify as essential ‘upstream’ work for cross-
sector processes. Local government has a key role in modelling such
engagement, and facilitating the network by promoting positive and con-
structive interaction, cultivating interdependencies and providing resources
for partners from the community sector (Williams and Sullivan 2007). This
work therefore involves stimulating, brokering and mediating interactions
and linking partners as an eﬀective and cohesive network (McGuire 2006).
This multi-faceted local government role intersects with proposed
collaborative management skills (McGuire 2006), with tools for local
government in collaborations (Haveri et al. 2009), and with the ﬁve core
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roles associated with complex leadership by Williams and Sullivan (2007).
Together they add up to a relational style of governing that Brugue´ and
Valle`s (2005) posit as the essence of the network form of local governance.
Many of the requirements for such ‘relational governance’ are the ‘endless,
reciprocal tasks’ identiﬁed by Hudson and Hardy (2002, p. 57) operating in
what Huxham and Vangen (2000, p. 1171) call a ‘virtuous circle’ where
initial modest results lead to more substantial achievements over time.
This article has neglected other supposed advantages of collaboration
between government and the community sector, notably the issues of tackling
complexity and of inclusivity. However, it should be noted that we found
tensions and ambiguities in these respects as well. There are signiﬁcant
strengths in this study in terms of developing understanding of the new roles
demanded of local government in collaborative approaches. However, it also
needs to be recognised that there are limitations in this study, principally
related to focusing solely on two Australian local government areas.
Nevertheless, working with two diﬀering sites in-depth over a two-year
timeframe does permit some element of comparison and provide some
transferability to the results. Since this paper suggests a role for local
government thatmayhelp realise someof the assumedbeneﬁts of collaborative
networks and so enhance governance capacity to deliver outcomes, this
research may also be criticised for suggesting re-structuring a ﬂawed approach
to achieve as yet unproven outcomes. However, even the severe critics of the
unsubstantiated faith in collaboration and partnerships recognise that there
may be value in reconﬁguring the functions and responsibilities of particular
organisations including local government (Perkins et al. 2010b). Given that an
intersection ofmarket, hierarchical and collaborativemodes of coordination is
the likely governance scenario in future (Glendinning et al. 2005), thisworkwill
inform those instances where local government is collaborating with
community organisations at the same time as working with others in state or
federal government with whom it has hierarchical relationships and indicate
speciﬁc ways to harness ﬂexibility and varied resources without abnegating
responsibilities or compromising coordination.
Our research both complements and diverges from previous evidence
about collaborative processes in general and networks involving local
government in particular. Researching collaboration from the perspective of
the assumptions and implications for local government thus adds an
important dimension to the governance literature. While the ultimate test is
not whether the forms are ﬂexible and mobilise resources but whether they
‘make a diﬀerence’, this research increases understanding of the collabora-
tive practices likely to create more collaboration-friendly communities, as a
step towards more age-friendly ones.
Notes
1. To protect the identity of the municipalities participating in the study, they are referred to
simply as Community A and Community B.
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2. Ethical procedures were followed in relation to data collection, with ethical approval obtained
at the University of Queensland. Informed consent was obtained from all participants.
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